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A Greek word in a Neo-Latin guise: The curious case of διάλεκτος–dialectus 
The borrowing of a word from one language into another and its subsequent naturalization in the 
receiving language can occur at different paces. The transparency of this process is also subject to 
variation. A peculiar case in point is the Neo-Latin noun dialectus, borrowed from Ancient Greek 
διάλεκτος (ἡ). This paper sets out to sketch the unstraightforward borrowing process of this word. 
Firstly, it tries to reconstruct how this important metalinguistic term was Latinized from circa 1485 
onwards, stressing along the way that it was never a fully naturalized Latin word before the sixteenth 
century, although a number of leading humanists like Filippo Beroaldo the Elder (1453–1505) sensed 
it as such. Secondly, the paper discusses the intellectual contexts in which the borrowing happened 
and for what reasons. Thirdly, it describes how the word dialectus spread across Neo-Latin Europe 
in the early sixteenth century (i.e. it maps out its “intralinguistic” or “internal borrowing”; see Durkin 
2009: 164-165). Fourthly, it briefly considers the borrowing of Neo-Latin dialectus into the Western 
European vernacular languages. 
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